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CHAPTER 58
THE FIRST WHIG REFORMERS (1832-1841)

The passing of the Reform Act seemed at first to end the
long period of Tory rule. The Whigs were in, and they were
pledged to deal with the state of the country* They set to
work at once and a period followed which can be taken as
the beginning of a real attempt to improve social conditions
(Note 130).

The first great problem to be tackled was that of the
factories. Hard times had forced parents to let their children
go to work in the new factories which now covered the north
and midlands, There, children of 6 or 7 years old would
work for 10 or 14 hours a day. They worked in the mines,
too, for long hours, under the most terrible conditions.
Lord Ashley (better known by his later title of Lord Shaftes-
bury) took up their cause. He was a man who, in his own
home, rich and aristocratic as. he was, had spent a very
unhappy childhood. Moved by the evangelical teaching of
his old Welsh nurse, the human being who had been kindest
to him, he resolved to give his whole life to those whom he
recognized as poor and oppressed. He embarked on a
campaign to shorten the hours of work in factories. He was
fought by the owners of factories and mines on the grounds
that unless these children and women were employed for
these long hours, the factories could make no profits. Even
enlightened men such as Cobden and Wilberforce declared
that it was better for these conditions to continue, than to
shorten hours, and so bring about the closing down of the
works. Parliament, however, moved by terrible accounts of
the state of the children presented to them by a Commission,
decided on legislation. The Factory Act of 1833, the first Factory
really effective Act, which dealt only with textile works,